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Disorder and Early Sorrow

Help me, Dr. Joyce Brothers.
What would you do

with one kid, twenty, male, outdoors lamenting,
worst among many woes, his dilatory
and probably irremediable virginity?

And indoors, another, female, fifteen, dead
still for two hours behind a locked bathroom door-
not a whimper, retch, or flush?

Outdoors, the vagabond son of an old friend,
is not really outdoors. His habitat is a hermitage
on wheels, a much-recycled
Volkswagen camper craggy with spare batteries,
fuses, Pennzoil, Pop Tarts,
its ornamental foliage four weeks' worth
of unwashed laundry.
His wander]ahr is gilt-edged, his depression
soothed by a single plastic, multi-purpose
tool. Issued by AmEx to his trust,
it's less confusing than a forty-two
piece wrench set,
or a woman.

Indoors, again entreated, soundlessly
slides dead-bolt back, and manifests herself
hunched, mussy, tear-slimed, shuddering
between the bathtub's claws.

She's downed
the shower-curtain rod, spewed hoarded ribbons,
earrings, barrettes, eyeliner, hosed the whole
mess down with shampoo and peroxide-
even the fallen shower curtain, knotted
with pantyhose, even the tattered
copies of Vogue.

What Icould do, Dr. Joyce, wasn't much. Outdoors,
ravenous with grief, requested a ham
sandwich. No, make that two,
with lettuce, tomato, mayo.
Indoors preferred to order off the menu:
one soap opera, madhouse, gun.



Ballade: Self and Not-Self

These things start early. Each time you came in

to your own room after absence, you would seek
out favorite books, toys, animals; first check
each idiosyncrasy of fur, wheel, spine,

then gather and marshall them all. A stout front line

might not hold fast. No, each must be one spoke
in a stilled circumference that would not break,

whatever the steep velocity of time.
These are my things, the things that make me mine.

Christmas, fifteen years later. Welcomed back,
you practiced aversion, shut doors and lowered blinds.
Regurgitated grass, fur, bone bits, rug twine-

the hall was your hairball. Bilious, you brooked
no taste of others, but upchucked my alarm clock,
your father's sock, an old friend's Valentine,
like a prissy old cat-you whom I thought my kitten!-
to feast on dead dolls, eyes blank, limbs stained, manes hacked.
These are my things, the things that make me mine.

Where you've sent yourself now, the staff had never seen

or toted so much identity. Swiftly locked
down, you relaxed.

Next day I scrabbled through seawrack
in your fetid basement: spavined slingbacks, magazines,

dirty clothes, journals, music-boxes, knick nacks,
mirrors, earrings, sewing kits unraveling...
And shopping-bagged stashes of Lithium, Depakote, Navane.

And your baby powder spilled, dispersed like smoke.

These were my things, the things that made me mine.
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